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Abstract Despite much progress in improving the quality

of preschool programs, there is still an uneven quality of

instruction in early childhood settings. Providing support

and professional development (PD) for teachers that is

practical, systematic and sustainable is one potential ave-

nue to increase classroom quality in preschool, including

quality of literacy instruction. Preschool educators who

want to focus on increasing the quality of literacy

instruction need simple-to-use tools that can be imple-

mented quickly and provide a means to assess progress

towards the goal of improving literacy instruction. The

Quality of Literacy Implementation checklist measures

how well the teaching staff include intentional, instruction

in literacy/oral language. Rather than focusing on a specific

curriculum or intervention, quality of implementation

focuses on the teacher’s delivery of key procedural features

of evidence-based instruction. As is the case with fidelity of

implementation, a quality of implementation checklist not

only measures implementation but also provides a roadmap

about how instruction might be modified to ensure that

critical and essential skills are emphasized across the pre-

school day.

Keywords Quality of instruction � Literacy � Assessment �
Professional development

Rationale for the Use of a Quality
of Implementation Checklist

Across the field of Literacy instruction, there is over-

whelming evidence and consensus that becoming a skilled

reader is a process that begins early. Preschool has become

a critical time for teachers to build literacy skills, yet some

evidence suggests that the actual amount and quality of

literacy instruction in some preschool classrooms may be

less than optimal (Early et al. 2005; Greenwood et al.

2013). Teachers have many competing demands on their

day, such as developing social-emotional skills, physical

skills, concepts, and even health and hygiene. High rates of

turnover, low pay and low status compound the difficulty

of delivering quality early literacy programs (Beauchat

et al. 2009). Early childhood teaching practices, including

literacy practices, should be embedded and distributed

throughout the day (Dinnebeil and McInerney 2011),

which can be a challenge for early childhood teachers who

typically have children with a wide range of language and

literacy skills (Shanahan and Lonigan 2008).

Providing support and professional development (PD) for

teachers that is practical, systematic and sustainable is one

potential avenue to increase classroom quality. In their

review of best practices in early childhood, Sheridan et al.

(2011) reported that the combination of didactic training

workshops and teacher coaching led teachers from knowl-

edge acquisition to classroom implementation. Professional

development that is focused on strategies which increase the

quality of teacher-child interactions can positively affect

children’s acquisition of language and literacy (Dickinson

and Caswell 2007). Teachers need the opportunity to apply

and refine these practices through feedback in the classroom.

Where instructional coaches are not available, peer coaching

or mentoring may also be effective (Hanft et al. 2004).
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While coaching-based feedback is an empirically supported

approach to increasing the quality of instruction, there are

few observational tools specifically designed to be used for

this purpose (Crawford et al. 2013). Preschool directors or

school administrators wanting to focus on instructional

practices known to increase the quality of literacy instruc-

tion need simple-to-use tools that can be implemented

quickly and provide a means to assess progress towards the

goal of improving literacy instruction.

Many educators have heard about the use of a fidelity of

implementation checklist with a rubric format that mea-

sures how well instructional staff implement a particular

intervention. However, some educators may not have heard

about quality of instructional implementation checklists. A

quality checklist measures how intentional and participa-

tory the teaching staff’s instruction is in a given area such

as literacy/oral language. Rather than focusing on a specific

curriculum or intervention, quality of instructional imple-

mentation focuses on the teacher’s delivery of key proce-

dural features of engaging, evidence-based instruction in a

particular content area. Like fidelity of implementation, a

quality of implementation checklist measures implemen-

tation but also provides a roadmap about how instruction

might be modified to ensure that students are given plenty

of opportunity to practice critical and essential skills

throughout the day. Global classroom quality has been

linked to children’s development of language and literacy

skills (Howes et al. 2008; Justice et al. 2008). More

specifically, for students who are considered at-risk, quality

of the literacy learning environment in particular must be

strong in order to meet their needs (Cunningham 2010).

Development of the Quality of Literacy
Implementation Checklist

The Quality of Literacy Implementation Checklist (Qual-

ity; Abbott et al. 2012) was created and refined across

research projects from three federal Department of Edu-

cation grants that targeted children at risk for future aca-

demic failure (Abbott et al. 2011; Greenwood et al. 2012;

Sheridan et al. 2011). The goal in all of these projects was

to accelerate children’s early literacy learning by improv-

ing teacher instruction. To create the tool, the components

of best practices and predictive early literacy skills that are

needed to become ready to learn to read in kindergarten

were identified. The identification was done through

extensive searches of educational research literature that

indicated what was needed for effective and developmen-

tally appropriate implementation of literacy curriculum in

preschool. For example, the work of Hart and Risley

(2003) identifies the need for strong language skills.

Greenwood et al. (2002) research focused on in increasing

children’s opportunities to respond and identified the need

for teachers to provide modeling and encourage guided and

independent practice. Additionally, recommendations from

national organizations concerned with literacy practices for

young children were considered, such as the joint position

statement from the International Reading Association

(IRA) and the National Association for the Education of

Young Children (NAEYC) which emphasized providing

intentional and enriching language and literacy experiences

in the classroom (IRA and NAEYC 1999). Next, these

components of best practices were translated into teacher

behaviors that are both observable and quantifiable, and

these behaviors are explicated in the Quality of Literacy

Instruction Checklist, which starts with an observation of

the instructional core of the day. During the observation,

the observer also takes notes that provide a qualitative

component to the tool. This information, along with the

rubric rating, is used for PD planning and mentoring.

The Quality has been validated in terms of connecting

teacher behaviors to improved child outcomes. In previous

studies utilizing the Quality, which were conducted at both

public preschool and Head Start programs in suburban and

urban settings, there was a moderately significant rela-

tionship between the score on the Quality and children’s

end of the year pre-literacy achievement scores as mea-

sured by the composite score on the PELI (Kaminski et al.

2012), [r (38) = .36, p\ .05] (Greenwood and Beecher

2014). The tool is easy to use because it is specific about

what teacher behaviors are measured and has demonstrated

reliability.

In addition, across two federally-funded research pro-

jects (Greenwood et al. 2012; Sheridan et al. 2011) called

Literacy Data-Driven Decisions (Literacy 3D, L3D) relia-

bility ranged from 93 to 100 % agreement among 5 dif-

ferent observers. Traditionally, agreement should be at

least 75 % or better so that users can feel confident about

information gathered from the instrument (Stemler 2004),

however 85 % was set as the lowest acceptable level of

agreement in previous studies using the Quality.

Components of Early Literacy Measured

by the Quality

Early literacy includes the development of skills that are

precursors of reading, including phonological awareness,

letter and sound knowledge, and oral language (Lonigan

et al. 2000). Phonological awareness is the ability to per-

ceive and control the sounds of a language. This awareness

develops into phonics skills that enable a child to associate

each sound of language with its corresponding alphabetic

letter. Phonological awareness and early print knowledge

are the strongest predictors of reading success. Future

vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension skills
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are built on oral vocabulary knowledge and aural com-

prehension (Shanahan and Lonigan 2008).

Components of Effective Instruction Measured

by the Quality

Early literacy research demonstrates that teachers can

develop early reading skills in young children by providing

enriching language and literacy environments and includ-

ing purposeful instruction in letters and sounds (Howes

et al. 2008). All children, including children with disabil-

ities or considered at-risk, need intentional development of

their early literacy skills. An essential component of

effective instruction is that teachers employ behaviors that

increase children’s opportunity to respond to prompts,

thereby providing more practice, feedback and deeper

learning. Effective early childhood teachers are also adept

at scaffolding instruction and differentiating instruction

(Ankrum et al. 2014). Differentiated instruction means

providing specific targeted scaffolded instruction that is

different from one child to another based on a child’s

specific level of performance. Instruction can be provided

that scaffolded but not necessarily differentiated. Likewise,

instruction can be differentiated that does not necessarily

include the components of scaffolded instruction. For

example, a teacher may differentiate instruction by asking

one child to clap the syllables in her name, while asking

another child to clap the syllables of a new vocabulary

word. The teacher may scaffold this task by doing a model

and practice routine with each child. Both scaffolding and

the model and practice routine are included on the Quality

checklist.

In addition to teachers teaching the essential early lit-

eracy skills that are part of curriculum guidelines, an out-

side observer who can objectively look at instruction is a

key element with the Quality checklist. A literacy coach,

administrator, master teacher, or other professional

observes during literacy instruction, makes notes about

teacher implementation of literacy and oral language

activities, and fills out the checklist. For programs that lack

resources or staff, teachers may use the ‘‘buddy system’’,

observe each other and discuss the results. Although the

Quality was developed with live observation, programs

could use video recording in cases where there is not a staff

member free to do the observation.

The coach/administrator/master teacher uses the check-

list to guide teachers towards evidence-based practices

known to support literacy and also to measure a teacher’s

progress in improving literacy instruction, which is par-

ticularly useful to determine if PD is effective. For exam-

ple, a preschool director could use the Quality at the

beginning of the school year to determine where staff may

need PD, create a plan to implement training, and then re-

evaluate with periodic observations. As with other types of

progress monitoring, the Quality checklist indicates if

quality of literacy instruction has improved, or if teachers

need more intensive support, such as coaching or peer

mentoring. These activities should be carried out in a

supportive, safe environment where teachers can feel free

to learn from experience and develop a critical reflective

personal growth stance (Onchwari and Keengwe 2010).

Implementation Steps

Below are the steps a program can use to gather quality of

literacy implementation classroom data.

Step 1. Identify the person or persons who will observe

in the classroom and fill out the Quality of Implemen-

tation Checklist. This could be a program administrator,

a principal, a mentor or master teacher, or a coach

already employed in supporting teachers.

Step 2. The observer gets to know the Quality.

Table 1 Literacy 3D Quality of Literacy Implementation

Checklist presents the Quality (Table 1). There are three

sections, Teacher Behavior—pertaining to what the teacher

does to support literacy and language instruction, Other

Adults Behavior—pertaining to what special services

teachers, teacher’s assistants, aides, or volunteers do to

support literacy and language instruction, and Student

behavior—pertaining to students’ responses to the adults’

instruction. Each item was selected based on the evidence

of its importance to support learning, especially in terms of

enhancing the Literacy Learning Environment (LLE) in the

preschool classroom. The first part of the checklist pertains

to literacy skills specifically, while the second part of the

checklist applies to teaching strategies. Items 9–12 address

scaffolding and differentiation. Scaffolded instruction has

three components. The first is teacher modeling the skill or

skill content, (I Do It). Secondly is guided practice, where

children are given a sufficient number of opportunities to

practice that skill with teacher support (We Do It). The

final component is that the student demonstrate the skill has

been learned through independent practice (You Do It). In

addition, item 12 of the Quality addresses differentiated

instruction. Because children in classrooms are at many

different levels of academic performance, teachers must

modify instruction in order to meet the needs of all chil-

dren. The Quality recommends that scaffolded instruction

is a companion to differentiated instruction.

The Quality user’s guide gives the evidence-based

explanation for the item, a definition of the scoring criteria

(Scoring: 0 = Does not do, 1 = Does on limited basis,

2 = Fully implements, N/A), and examples plus non-ex-

amples of the type of behavior the item is meant to address.
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Table 1 Literacy 3D quality of literacy implementation checklist

Overall Classroom Quality Score (Teacher + Other Adults): ___+___=___/___= %

1. It is apparent that the teacher has supplies need for the day's lessons ready the when lesson begins

___/___

%

2. Early Literacy (EL) & writing related activities and/or materials are included in every open center, and the 
teacher lets the children know what is available to them

3. In Large/Small Group, it is evident that the teacher has a specific plan for developing Oral Language (OL) 
and uses specific strategies to increase opportunities to respond while remaining flexible  to follow the 
child's lead when new vocabulary or concepts arise 
Plan examples: present new vocabulary, talk about illustrations, listen to a song to learn something new.  
Strategy examples: infuse new vocabulary, extend conversations, ask open ended questions, encourage 
theme-base exploration

4. In Centers, teachers use specific strategies that increase children’s opportunities to respond to extend the use 
of OL (like those listed above or by presenting materials or play suggestions that encourage use of OL) 
while following children’s lead

5. It is evident that the teacher has a specific plan related to developing alphabet knowledge (e.g., teacher 
works with students on letter identification)

6. It is evident that the teacher has a specific plan related to developing phonological awareness (e.g., teachers 
clap syllables with children)

7. Throughout the day teacher positively encourages children to participate small group or individualized 
writing &/or ABC use

8. The teacher and students practice by using group responding (2+ children respond at a time)
9. The teacher provides modeling for EL and OL skill development (I do it)
10. The teacher provides guided practice for EL and OL skill development (We do it)

11. The teacher provides opportunity for independent practice for EL and OL skill development (You do it)
12. Instruction is differentiated for EL and OL skill development by having either a variety of activities for 

variable grouping or different forms of the same activity for ability grouping

13 Throughout the day the teacher elicits prior knowledge to help children make connections between new 
content and concepts and activities that they are familiar with

14. The transitions run efficiently and smoothly, and are executed in less than 2 min

15. The teacher uses ELL/LC* strategies (simple language, slower rate of speech, reduce amount of 
information, encourages use of child’s first language, uses gestures and provides visual cues, gestures)

16. The teacher uses positive reinforcement & appropriate classroom/ behavior management techniques.

*LC = Language Challenge                                                                                                       Total
Other adults’ behavior    (Scoring: 0 = Does not do, 1 = Does on limited basis, 2 = Fully implements, N/A)  

1. Extend conversations and reinforce vocabulary with students

___/___
.

%

2. Positively encourage children to participate writing or ABC use
3. Use evidence based learning strategies
4. Run transitions efficiently and smoothly, executed in less than 2 min

5 Use positive reinforcement & appropriate classroom/ behavior management techniques
Total

Student behavior    (Scoring based on % of students:  0 = Less than 25 %,  1 = 25–75%,  2 = More than 75 %)

1.  Students participate in classroom activities ___/___

. %
2. Students chose to engage in activities or talk related to academic content (EL, OL, Math)
3. Students are responsive to the teacher(s) (e.g., respond positively to requests, suggestions, etc.)

Teacher: ______________________________   Other adults: ___ ___________________________________________
Date: ____________________ School: ______________________________ Observer: ______________________
Parts of day observed: ________________________ _____________________ Duration: ________________________

Teacher behavior (Scoring: 0 = Does not do, 1 = Does on limited basis, 2 = Fully implements, N/A)
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For instance, teacher item number 4, shown in Table 2.

Quality Guide Example gives an example of the detail

provided for each item.

Each item is scored, then each section is totaled and

converted to a percentage score for ease of interpretation.

Each section (teacher, other staff, children) may be con-

sidered separately, or an overall score can be calculated by

combining the section scores. The percentage scores give an

easy way to see improvement over time. For example, in the

L3D intervention study, the overall average beginning-of-

Table 2 Quality guide example

Item T-4: in centers, teachers use specific strategies that increase children’s opportunities to respond to extend the use of Oral

Language (OL)

Explanation Center time provides a unique opportunity for children to develop oral language skills and learn about vocabulary and concepts

related to topics that they are already showing interest in. Teachers can discuss words in relation to specific objects and

meanings, label emotions and actions, and identify relationships. Children are introduced to new words for a particular theme

or topic during large and small group time, but they have the opportunity for genuine practice with these new words and

concepts as they engage in center time

Score

definition

(2)

Consistently elaborates on children’s remarks

Consistently expands on their verbalizations

Consistently reinforces or models novel vocabulary or new concepts

(1)

Misses many opportunities to elaborates on children’s remarks

Misses many opportunities to expands on their verbalizations

Misses many opportunities to reinforce/model new vocabulary or concepts

(0)

No elaboration on children’s remarks

No expansion on child verbalizations

No reinforcement or modeling of new vocabulary or concepts.

Example Use of materials of play while following children’s lead that extend children’s use of OL. Uses think-alouds during center time,

practices volley conversations with children, has children make predictions, presents new vocabulary, talks about illustrations,

infuses new vocabulary, encourages theme-base exploration

Non-example Does not define new words with examples. Asks close-ended questions. Read-alouds have no pauses or questions for children to

respond to

Item TB-5: it is evident that the teacher has a specific plan related to developing Alphabet Knowledge (AK)

Explanation Explanation: in order to read, children must understand the letters in the alphabet are the symbols of the sounds of language. AK

is strongly related to later reading ability

Score

definition

(2)

Consistently follows and implements the AK concept listed on the lesson plan

Consistently takes advantage of teachable moments to reinforce planned AK activities

Consistently Works with ALL students on AK skills

Consistently models and scaffolds using language and non-verbal gestures (such as pointing out letters, air-writing, etc.) in

explaining and defining AK concepts

(1)

Inconsistently follows and implements the AK concept listed on the lesson plan

Inconsistently takes advantage of teachable moments to reinforce planned AK activities

Inconsistently works with students such that not all students get consistent AK skill practice

Inconsistently models and scaffolds while explaining and defining AK concepts

(0)

Fails to include AK as part of the lesson and follow the lesson plan

Leaves some children out of AK practice consistently

Fails to incorporate modeling and scaffolding in explaining and defining AK concepts

Example Letter identification activities during large group, centers, small group, and transitions; scaffolds instruction based on child’s

letter knowledge needs such as working on letters in child’s name to identifying mixed uppercase and lowercase letters

Non-example ABC song, choosing only certain children during AK activities, writes and teaches letters without connecting them to something

the child knows
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the-year Quality score for the participating teachers was

66 %. After participating in the intervention (including

coaching), the overall average end-of-the-year Quality score

was 86 %, a statistically significant increase. The compar-

ison group, which did not receive the intervention, did not

show change in Quality scores (average of 62 % for both

occasions). The percentages are not empirically derived, but

intended to judge the relative strength of a classroom team’s

instruction and provide a means to initiating and monitoring

concrete improvement in the team’s implementation.

Step 3. Establish reliability. Once an observer has become

familiar with the Quality, the observer should calibrate his

or her scoring of the checklist to any other observers in

the program to ensure that differences in scores are due to

observed characteristics of teachers, not to differences in

raters. For the purposes of program development (not

evaluation), calibration reliability can be calculated by the

total percentage of scores on which the two observers

agree. During calibration, two observers conduct the

observation together. Scores are then compared, and

discrepancies discussed. If reliability is [75 %, further

training or recalibration may be necessary. It is a good

practice for knowledgeable observers to re-calibrate if

more than 6 months pass without conducting Quality

observations.

Step 4. Review the Quality checklist with the teaching

staff so all teachers are familiar with the content and

purpose. A Quality observation is not meant to be a

punitive evaluation of teacher performance and should

not be an intimidating process for teachers. The checklist

is introduced and thoroughly reviewed with the teaching

staff. The purpose of the Quality is for school staff to get

input from another experienced educator who can, with a

neutral eye, examine current instructional patterns,

determine areas of strength and opportunities to include

more evidence-based practices that increase the amount

and/or quality of literacy instruction.

Step 5. The observer conducts the Quality. The

observation is scheduled with the teacher during a

typical day and time when the observer is most likely

to see literacy instruction. It is best to observe large

group, storybook reading, center/free time, and small

group instructional times. However, observers may

also choose the largest block of uninterrupted

instructional time available. Days with special events

or a disrupted schedule should be avoided, as the

observation should capture the instructional core of

the classroom. The observer creates narrative notes

for future reference when scoring the Quality for all

instructional staff present in the classroom. Notes

should include examples of specific behaviors of all

teaching staff and students that provide evidence for

the rating, not descriptors. For example, in order to

demonstrate evidence that the teacher has a plan to

develop alphabet knowledge (T-5), an observer might

note ‘‘Teacher asks each child to say the first letter of

their name as they transition from circle to centers.

Children get up and complete transition in less than

2 min’’, rather than ‘‘Teacher does a nice letter

recognition transition activity’’. The ease with which

the children do this task indicates that it is a familiar

activity; therefore, it must be a part of the teacher’s

regular patterns of instruction.

Step 6. The observer scores the Quality. Each section is

tallied and given a score, and then the section scores are

added up for an overall score. A percentage for the

Teacher section is calculated by dividing the tallied score

by the total possible. The same procedure is used for the

Other Adults section. In the Student section, scores are

given by estimating the percentage of children who

demonstrated the behavior. To maintain reliability, it is

good practice to conduct reliability checks with all

observers during each observation period to ensure all

observers are applying the checklist in the same manner.

If there was another observer establishing reliability, the

scores should be compared and reliability calculated by

looking at the overall percentage score given by each

observer and divided the lesser by the greater. The

observation is considered to be reliable with a reliability

score of 85 % or more. No two observation narratives will

be identical, and some variation is expected in scoring

based on differences in what each observer records.

However, the overall percentage scores should be fairly

similar and reflect the overall amount of literacy focus

occurring in the classroom. If reliability is less than 85 %

for program evaluation purposes, further training or

recalibration is recommended.

Step 7. The observer provides feedback. The observer

may or may not choose to discuss the actual score. In our

coaching feedback we did not discuss the score, because

it was not as relevant as the content of the observation.

Performance-based feedback combined with PD has

been demonstrated to be an effective way of improving

teacher instructional quality (McCollum et al. 2013).

Therefore, the checklist can also point towards specific

PD needs. Any items that score below a 2 are potential

topics for continuing PD or coaching. During feedback,

the observer begins by asking the teacher what went

well, and what he or she thinks is an area of improve-

ment. Using the detailed observation notes, the observer

reinforces or adds to the areas of strength noted by the

teacher, works collaboratively to identify 1–2 areas to

strengthen, and plans concrete steps to ensure that the

teacher has the resources necessary to make the agreed

upon changes to instruction. Any PD that is needed is
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provided immediately or scheduled to take place. Often

times, if the observer also serves in a coaching or

mentoring capacity, a simple strategy to address the need

can be chosen by the teacher with coach guidance and

practiced with the coach during the same feedback

session. We call this mini-PD. At this time, the teacher

and observer should also schedule an Instructional

Modification Observation (IMO). IMOs are short and

limited to the specific intervention or strategy that is being

implemented to address the area of need. IMOs are

repeated until the teaching team exhibits good imple-

mentation of the intervention or strategy. Then later in the

year, the Quality can be used again to monitor progress

towards the goals set by the teacher and observer.

Summary and Discussion

In our studies, the quality of the LLE was related to

increases in children’s literacy skills. This finding is similar

to Cunningham (2010), who found an r = .35 relationship

between a rating of the literacy environment and children’s

literacy skills as rated by the teacher. Therefore, assessing

the quality of the literacy environment in preschool class-

rooms and providing support to the teacher based on the

observation could be a viable method of increasing chil-

dren’s growth in appropriate literacy skills. This is partic-

ularly important for children who are considered at-risk

because of poverty. Research has consistently demon-

strated that a high quality literacy environment is necessary

in order to close or prevent potential academic achievement

gaps (Cunningham 2010; Howes et al. 2008; Justice et al.

2008).

While there are many mandates and recommended

practices for literacy in preschool classrooms today, as

Crawford et al. (2013) noted, there are not many practical

tools that early childhood professionals can use. The same

is true for focusing on the quality of literacy instruction in a

manner that is developmentally appropriate for preschool-

ers. In addition, many programs lack resources such as

literacy coaches or substitutes that allow teachers to attend

PD. The Quality can be used by any experienced early

childhood professional to provide mini-PD support that is

packaged within positive, non-judgmental feedback.

Instructional issues that are systemic throughout the pre-

school teaching staff can be identified and specifically

targeted during school-wide PD. The Quality also assists in

evaluating PD in terms of how that PD was translated into

improved classroom instruction. The Quality provides an

easy-to-use rubric format that can be used to support pre-

school teachers’ PD, a stronger LLE, and ultimately chil-

dren’s literacy development.
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